In an unprecedented move, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly voted this morning to appoint a woman to serve as its ninth Secretary
General. The first woman to serve as Secretary General will assume leadership January 1, 2017 January 1, , through 2026 . The The above is a dream news story. There are myriad reasons why it's fitting for a woman to be the next leader of the UN. The global agenda is rife with issues that disproportionally affect women. High rates of maternal and infant mortality, child marriage, early pregnancy, sex trafficking, domestic abuse, sexual violence, female genital mutilation, gender inequality, and human rights violations need to be effectively tackled. The fixes will be neither easy nor quick as each issue is tied to complex socioeconomic conditions, cultures, and practices.
As I write this column, world leaders are arriving in New York to attend the 70th Session of the UN General Assembly. In the coming days, they will pledge their support to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The 17 SDGs, associated 168 targets, and an undetermined number of indicators are far-reaching and complex and will continue and expand on the efforts of the 8 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Of these 17 SDGs or "global goals" that nations will work to achieve over the coming 15 years, 5 complex SDGs affect women and their children: SDG 1, poverty; SDG 2, hunger; SDG 3, health; SDG 4, education; and SDG 5, gender equality.
Progress was realized toward MDG targets in some countries: Maternal mortality decreased to 210/100 000 live births (2013); infant mortality dropped to 43 deaths/1000 live births (2015), and under-5 mortality was reduced to 6 million children/year (2015). 1 Still, these new rates of mortality represent hundreds of preventable deaths among children and the many women who die from pregnancy or childbirth related conditions. Two million women in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa suffer with obstetric fistula; most babies born to these women die and the mothers are left with incontinence of urine and or feces. Obstetric fistula is preventable with proper nutrition to reverse stunted growth and if early pregnancy is avoided and women have access to prenatal care. 2 Data on child marriage, sex-trafficking, domestic abuse and violence, gender inequality, and human rights violations against women tell similar stories: high prevalence of complex issues across income settings.
In addition to the health issues that affect women, women represent the overwhelming majority of the health workforce and are the family caregivers. The recent report of the Lancet Commission on Women and Health aptly describes why women are well positioned to lead sustainable development efforts based on their first hand knowledge and experiences. 3 Column There's buzz around several women who are on the short list of those being considered. Media coverage reporting on possible candidates lead off with those from the Eastern Europe, which is thought to be the home region of the next Secretary-General. The favored candidates include Irina Bokova, head of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO); Kristalina Ivanova Georgieva, an economist and vice president of the European Union; Christine Lagarde, managing director of the International Monetary Fund; Michelle Bachelet, president of Chile and former head of UN Women, and Helen Clark, former prime minister of New Zealand and head of the UN Development Programme. 4, 5 We know that, given the opportunity, women can lead, solve problems, and build consensus. We multitask, build collaborations, and tackle complex initiatives. Women are good systems thinkers and concerned with process as well as results. The global agenda is complex. The world population is growing. We will live longer, develop noncommunicable diseases, and likely suffer from known as well as yet unknown conditions. We'll see the bulk of population growth in Africa and Asia and hopefully realize the projected economic growth there and elsewhere. All this requires infrastructure, resources, and leadership.
Yet despite discussions among world leaders to end discrimination against women and increase the proportion of political posts they hold, the numbers remain embarrassing. As of 1995, women held only 11% of political seats. As of this year, which marks the 20th anniversary of the Beijing Conference on Women, women are still markedly absent from holding decisionmaking posts: They occupy only 22% of political positions, well short of the 30% target agreed to by world leaders. 6 It's time for change.
How can we, civil society, work to ensure effective global leadership; how can we direct our energies and voice to support the appointment of the right person to lead the UN? The campaign to elect a woman as UN Secretary-General has started its work. 7 Perhaps we can find additional channels to influence its future leadership. Our health and wellbeing depend on it.
PoSTSCRIPT: HISToRICAL IRoNY
On August 19, 2015, the United States celebrated the 95th anniversary of the passage of the 19th Amendment to the US Constitution, which gave American women the right to vote.
The passage of the amendment was a close call. Requiring a three-fourths vote by representatives of the then 45 states. In the end, Tennessee was the state that pushed the vote in favor of women's suffrage. Harry Burn, the 24-year-old nay-leaning legislator from Tennessee, reversed his position and cast the deciding vote. 8 As the story goes, Burn, who switched his vote at the last minute, did so because of a note from his mother that he carried in his pocket the day of the vote. The next day, he told the House that he had changed his vote because his mother had taught him that "a good boy always does what his mother asks him to do." I share this story in the spirit of optimism. I hope that on the day the votes are cast each of the 5 permanent members of the UN Security Counsel carries a wise and persuasive note in his pocket. Absent those missives, I must trust that they recognize the required leadership skills that world needs of the next head of the UN. She has much to tackle in the coming decade.
